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1
Purpose of the Report

1.1
To outline the implications of the proposed abolition of the East Midlands Regional Plan, focussing on the issue of housing in particular and to inform the Executive of the views of the Local Development Framework Task Panel. 

2
Recommendations:
2.1
That the Executive endorse the view of the Local Development Framework Task Panel that the Council:
a) Proceeds with the Core Strategy using the Regional Plan level housing provision for the District (with the evidence behind it) together with other evidence provided at a regional level. 

b) Refines the strategy for future housing provision across the District by holding a community workshop/ conference event involving Parish Councils. 
3
Summary of Reasons for the Recommendations
3.1
To confirm a formal position with regard to the basis to go forward with the Local Development Framework in light of the Government’s intention to rapidly abolish regional spatial strategies and return decision making powers on housing and planning to local councils.  
4
Impact on Communities

4.1
The report arises from announcements made by the Coalition Government concerning the first steps in changing the planning process towards more local and decentralised decision making.
4.2
The Government’s intention is that councils and local people should work together with developers and planners to deliver new building in their area. National planning policy is intended to be streamlined and simplified, to free up local authorities and communities to make their own decisions. The role of the local planning authority will not simply  to plan but work with communities, and translating their visions into action. It is the intention of the Government that communities will help develop proposals for their neighbourhoods, rather than be consulted on ‘options’ that have already been prepared.

5
Key Facts 

5.1
On 27 May, the Secretary of State for Communities issued a letter confirming that Regional Plans will be rapidly abolished by the Government in favour of returning decision making powers on housing and planning to local councils. The intention is to return decisions on housing supply (including gypsy and travellers sites) to local councils without the framework of regional numbers and plans. 

5.2
This paper considers the issues around this announcement for the Council, focussing particularly on the issue of the overall level of housing provision for the District.  Other matters are covered in an Appendix to this report. It is important that the Council not only makes the most of the new opportunity at the local level to agree future levels of housing supply, but ensures that this is undertaken in a considered and responsible way. 

5.3
The original housing  figure set out in the submitted Plan prepared by the Regional Assembly for the District was for the Council to plan for 345 dwellings per year – the “option 1” figure.  The final figure as adopted was 350 dwellings per year.  There is no evidence therefore that Harborough District as a result of the REGIONAL PLAN process was asked to take significantly more housing development by the previous Government.

5.4
The Regional Plan housing figures were based on an evidence base that includes the following:
· Market conditions within each Housing Market Area grouping;

· Regional economic development forecasts developed by emda;

· Housing land supply and the availability of previously developed land and under-used buildings;

· Environmental, social and economic benefits implications of development;

· Impact of development on existing and planned infrastructure;

· Emerging development point designations; and

· Emerging planning policy in adjacent regions.

With the exception of the last two evidence sources, which are closely related to specific regional policy tools, it is clear that the justification for housing figures is based upon detailed research, analysis and assessment.  

5.5
The District Council supported the outcome of the latest Regional Plan in terms of future housing provision, since this directed most housing developments within the HMA towards Leicester and the larger sub regional centres and recognised the benefits of urban extensions to Leicester to the north and west of the City. 

In a report to the Executive Meeting of Harborough District Council on 27th November 2006 relating to the Draft East Midlands Regional Plan Consultation Response, Members approved Officer’s recommended response to the Panel Secretary ahead of the Examination in Public.  Specifically, the Council supported the housing figures and Appendix A of the Report stated:

“Harborough District Council supports the housing provision requirement of 345 dwellings per annum for Harborough District.  Harborough is a rural district with two market towns, rural centres and a large number of small villages and hamlets.  The majority of the settlements in the District have a population of less than 500 people.  

This housing requirement for the District reflects the rural nature of the area, the limited amount of brownfield land available, the important contribution to the environmental quality of the Region the District makes, alongside the relatively poor access to the strategic road network on the east side of Leicester City.”  

6.
Future Housing Provision
6.1
Assuming the Regional Plan is abolished shortly, the Council will need to ensure that its decision on the amount of housing development appropriate for the District and put forward in the LDF Core Strategy is underpinned by a strong evidence base.  Useful documents in determining future housing numbers and locations will include the SHLAA, SHMA as well as evidence relating to transport infrastructure, employment development and environmental factors obtained at local, sub regional and regional levels. 

6.2
The following options exist at present:  
Option 1
Continue with the Core Spatial Strategy based on the view that the current level of housing development for the District set out in the Regional Plan forms an appropriate basis for development.
Advantages:  
· A broad strategy for development for the District would be approved to enable more certainty in dealing with planning applications and to help fill the gap in housing supply.  

· A robust and detailed evidence base already exists to support the approach through the Core Strategy.  
· A range of options have already been discussed with local people through a wide-ranging consultation exercise as part of the LDF process – feedback has been incorporated into the emerging Core Strategy. 
Disadvantages:

· We are in a period of uncertainty awaiting further guidance from government about the proposed changes to the planning system.  There is a chance that these changes could take place in the period between now and the submission of the Core Strategy that have an impact on the Council’s strategy.  

· Resource issues – we have staffing issues and work may need to be done again if there are any significant changes

Note: 

This option does not preclude any review of the amount or distribution of housing in the future, if additional research or changing circumstances supported a different approach to development, although there would be a resource issue.
Option 2   

Delay publication of the Core Spatial Strategy pending a review of housing provision in the District.

Advantages:  
· An opportunity to consider approaches to housing in the District that has not been influenced by Regional Plan priorities.  
· A considerable body of evidence already exists to support the LDF.

· The Council could choose an alternative pace of housing delivery and total amount delivered over the plan period. 
· A developer/market led approach to housing through applications. 
· Some immediate internal resource needs avoided owing to change of programme. 
Disadvantages:

· Impact on the determination of planning applications. The current Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act requires all decisions on planning applications to be made in accordance with the Development Plan (which includes the Regional Plan and saved policies of the adopted Local Plan).  Until such time as the Core Strategy is adopted, this will remain the case.  If the Regional Plan is abolished prior to the adoption of the Core Strategy, the Council will have only the saved policies of the adopted Local Plan on which to base planning decisions – many of these policies are very outdated.  Therefore there will be no proactive approach to the standards, amount or location of development in the District – all applications would be determined on their own merits without reference to a wider formal strategy for development. In relation to the control of new development, only policies from the adopted Local Plan would have significant weight when determining planning applications. 

· There is no new statutory plan-making framework within which to consider alternative options for housing.  Whilst it is likely that a new system will be introduced, until there is clearer national guidance, there is little advice about how Councils should undertake the process for reviewing housing figures. 
· If new approaches are proposed beyond those already consulted on as part of the LDF process, further consultation exercises would need to be undertaken. Whilst consultation is a positive opportunity to involve the community, additional consultation exercises will add to the timescales necessary to prepare the Core Strategy.
· No new sources of evidence have been published so far that have been prepared within the context of the new planning framework.  Suggested sources of evidence for use in setting housing figures include SHMAs and SHLAAs.  HDC is just completing its SHLAA Update 2010 and the implications of this are already being used to inform the Core Strategy and wider LDF.

· Delay could result in detailed evidence base becoming outdated and would need to be updated to ensure it reflects current position.  
· If there is a desire to defer further progression of Core Strategies in favour of a Leicestershire Housing Market Area review of housing levels, then this could have an adverse impact on the District. A change in approach by other Districts to reduce overall housing figures could result in proportionally more development being suggested for Harborough District. 

6.3
The Local Development Framework Panel considered these options at its meeting on June 24th and in light of the assessment of options above wishes to recommend to the Executive that the Council proceeds with the Core Strategy using the Regional Plan level housing provision for the District  (with the evidence behind it) together with other evidence provided at a regional level. 
6.4
In doing this the Panel considered the issue of housing distribution and in light of the greater flexibility to allocate development across the District in a way which involves local communities, the Task Panel are asking officers to arrange a community workshop with Parish Councils to examine how to distribute residual levels of housing.  This will enable the strategy for future housing provision across the District to be developed both in consultation with Parish Councils and taking into account remaining evidence in order to help finalise, approve and consult on a pre-submission Core Spatial Strategy in Autumn 2010. 

6.5
In addition to the issue of overall housing provision and distribution of housing across the District, Appendix A sets out a number of other policy areas affected by the proposed revocation of the Regional Plan. These include issues such as: the urban-focus for new development; provision for gypsies, travellers and travelling showpeople; and the prioritising of sites for strategic distribution which are rail linked. A number of these Regional Plan policies are based heavily upon national policy, including broad sustainability principles, such as: limiting the need to travel; encouraging renewable energy; and providing for the accommodation needs of all. These principles remain in place in national policies and so set the broad policy framework, within which Harborough’s Core Strategy must operate. 

7
Legal Issues

7.1
None specifically. 
8
Resource Issues
8.1
Resources are already identified to meet the costs of evidence gathering and inspection of the LDF Core Spatial Strategy and a future Development Allocations planning document.
9
Equality Impact Assessment Implications/Outcomes 
9.1
The LDF Core Strategy will be subject to a full Equality Impact Assessment   but is likely to address issues of relevance those with specific housing and mobility needs such as people with disabilities, older people etc.
10
Impact on the Organisation

10.1
The proposed changes to the planning system will offer more responsibility and duties to local Councils in terms of deciding future housing provision.  The way that the Council is currently organised with a joint planning and housing team is very helpful in that all the expertise within the Council is already available within the same team to help assess future housing need.  There will be a need for greater levels of community involvement and partnership. Evidence and research on the issue of household growth may be shared with other authorities in Leicestershire.
11
Community Safety Implications

11.1
The Core Spatial Strategy will provide overall policies to create and maintain safe and secure communities across the District.  
12.
Carbon Management Implications
12.1
Progression of the Core Strategy will enable the Council to outline a strategy which includes specific spatial planning policies to seek to reduce carbon. 
13.
Risk Management Implications
13.1
The risk of continuing the Core Strategy against proposed changes to the Planning system is considered low, since it is not expected that these changes will be implemented until well after the Core Strategy is adopted. 
13.2
The risk of not continuing with the Core Strategy is high, given the Councils support for existing housing levels, the lack of a five year housing supply and the absence of an up to date planning strategy. Future decisions on housing will be taken by considering individual planning applications and potentially by appeal leaving the Council exposed to unplanned, ad hoc development and criticism for not using of its plan making powers appropriately.  
14
Consultation
14.1
It is proposed to hold a consultation event with Parish Councils on Wednesday July 28th 2010 in a workshop format to discuss the housing proposals and help develop the final distribution of development across the District. 
15
Options Considered

15.1
Two options have been considered and are described in the main body of this report 
16
Background Papers

16.1
None
Previous report(s): 
None
Information Issued Under Sensitive Issue Procedure: N
Ward Members Notified:  N 

Appendix A: Other Policy Areas Affected by the Revocation of the Regional Plan
Other areas of policy covered within the East Midlands Regional Plan
Distribution of new development – ie with focus on PUAs of Derby, Leicester, Lincoln, Northampton and Nottingham; development towns (Corby, Kettering and Wellingborough); and Sub-regional centres (in Three Cities Sub-Region includes Hinckley, Hucknall, Ilkeston, Loughborough, Market Harborough, Melton Mowbray and Swadlincote) 

Districts will no longer have to subscribe to this distribution of development.  In the future, decisions could be taken (based on evidence) to locate new development across the district in accordance with local priorities rather than as prescribed on a regional basis.

Gypsies, Travellers and Travelling Showpeople

The Regional Plan requires local authorities to identify land for additional pitch provision based on evidence assessments of need.  Minimum additional pitch requirements for each District are set out in Appendix 2 of the Regional Plan. 

The removal of the RS would remove the minimum additional pitch requirements relating to Gypsies, Travellers and Travelling Showpeople.

In the same way that the government is proposing to pass decisions on housing supply back to local Councils, it is proposing that decisions on gypsy and travellers sites would also rest with local authorities. 

Regeneration

The Regional Plan states that regeneration activity should be focused in areas of greatest identified need (PUAs and SRCs with high levels of deprivation).  None of the identified regeneration areas are located within Harborough although the Leicester PUA extends partially into the district.

Employment 

Employment policy for the sub-region focuses on supporting the regeneration of city centres, including large scale office developments, leisure and retail; providing for the regeneration of deprived communities; the needs of high technology sectors; need to promote local employment opportunities that reduce out commuting; and opportunities to address green infrastructure deficit.

Broader policies am to raise skills levels, develop the service sector and high value manufacturing and create innovative businesses.  In addition, they state that regeneration activity should be focussed on areas of greatest identified need. In relation specifically to employment land, the Regional Plan requires authorities to work together to prepare employment land reviews within Housing Market Area groupings to ensure sites are allocated in sustainable locations.  Allocations should specifically support priority sectors identified within the Regional Economic Strategy; serve to improve the regeneration of urban areas; ensure the needs of high technology and knowledge based industries are provided for; be of a scale consistent with a policy of urban concentration. 

Strategic Distribution

The Regional Plan identifies a preference for bringing forward sites for strategic distribution in a number of broad locations including the Leicester and Leicestershire HMA.  In addition, sites which can be served by rail freight and operate as inter-modal terminals should be given priority. 
Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity

The Regional Plan places a responsibility for Local Authorities to identify delivery and funding mechanisms for the creation and management of Green Infrastructure.  In addition, it places a responsibility for Authorities to assess capacity of existing green infrastructure to accommodate change and to monitor the condition of environmental infrastructure.

In relation to biodiversity, the Regional Plan places a requirement for Local Authorities to implement specific measures to contribute to the delivery of the Regional Biodiversity Strategy.

Landscape Character 

The Regional Plan requires Local Authorities to establish criteria-based policies through the LDF to ensure development proposals to ensure that development respects the intrinsic landscape character of rural and urban fringe areas and the integration of Landscape Character Assessments.

Flood Risk

Regional Plan requires LDFs to be informed by Strategic Flood Risk Assessments and, amongst other measures, requires sustainable drainage systems to be included within in all new developments where practicable.

Waste

Waste management targets are set within the Regional Plan and in the sub-region, an approach focused on a centralised pattern of large facilities is prescribed.

Low Carbon Energy Generation

The Regional Plan requires local authorities to promote the following specific local carbon technologies:

· Combined Heat and Power - with specific regional targets for 2010 and 2020. Requirement for Councils to identify sites suitable for CHP.

· Distributed energy network using low carbon and renewable resources

Transport Investment Priorities
In the Three Cities Sub-area, relevant transport priorities are include developing opportunities for modal switch away from road based transport in the manufacturing, retail and freight distribution sectors and to reduce congestion and improve safety along the M1 corridor and highway network generally.
In relation to the Regional Freight Strategy, the Plan encourages the expansion of the use of inland waterways and coastal navigation; achieving shift from road to rail; identifying new strategic distribution sites, where justified; and promoting greater use of pipelines.






